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Summary 

Child welfare services are intended to prevent the abuse or neglect of children; ensure that 
children have safe, permanent homes; and promote the well-being of children and their families. 
As the U.S. Constitution has been interpreted, states bear the primary responsibility for ensuring 
the welfare of children and their families. In recent years, Congress has appropriated just above or 
below $8 billion in federal support dedicated to child welfare purposes. Nearly all of those dollars 
(97%-98%) were provided to state, tribal, or territorial child welfare agencies (via formula grants 
or as federal reimbursement for a part of all eligible program costs). Federal involvement in state 
administration of child welfare activities is primarily tied to this financial assistance. The 
remaining federal child welfare dollars are provided to a variety of eligible public or private 
entities, primarily on a competitive basis, and support research, evaluation, technical assistance, 
and demonstration projects to expand knowledge of, and improve, child welfare practice and 
policy. At the federal level, child welfare programs are primarily administered by the Children’s 
Bureau, which is an agency within the Administration for Children and Families (ACF) at the 
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS). However, three competitive grant 
programs (authorized by the Victims of Child Abuse Act) are administered by the Office of 
Justice Programs (OJP) within the Department of Justice (DOJ). 

Final FY2015 child welfare funding ($7,971 billion) was appropriated as part of the Consolidated 
and Further Continuing Appropriations Act, 2015 (P.L. 113-235). Child welfare support is 
provided via multiple federal programs. Title IV-B of the Social Security Act authorizes funding 
to states, territories, and tribes for a broad range of child welfare-related services to children and 
their families. Title IV-E of the Social Security Act entitles states to federal reimbursement for a 
part of the cost of providing foster care, adoption assistance, and (in states electing to provide this 
kind of support) kinship guardianship assistance on behalf of each child who meets federal 
eligibility criteria. Title IV-E also authorizes capped entitlement funding to states (and some 
discretionary funds as well) for provision of services to youth who “age out” of foster care, or are 
expected to age out without placement in a permanent family. Legislation concerning programs 
authorized in Title IV-B and Title IV-E, which represents the very large majority of federal child 
welfare dollars, is handled in Congress by the House Committee on Ways and Means and the 
Senate Finance Committee. 

Additional federal support for child welfare purposes is authorized or otherwise supported in the 
Child Abuse Prevention and Treatment Act (CAPTA), the Adoption Opportunities program, and 
the Abandoned Infants Assistance Act. Legislation concerning these programs is handled in the 
House Education and the Workforce Committee and the Senate Health, Education, Labor and 
Pensions (HELP) Committee. Further, the Victims of Child Abuse Act authorizes competitive 
grant funding to support Children’s Advocacy Centers, Court Appointed Special Advocates, and 
Child Abuse Training for Judicial Personnel and Practitioners. Authorizing legislation for these 
programs originated with the House and Senate Judiciary committees. 

Beginning with FY2013, some discretionary and mandatory funding amounts appropriated for 
child welfare programs have been reduced under the sequestration measures provided for in the 
Budget Control Act (P.L. 112-25, as amended). The effect of these sequestration measures varies 
by fiscal year and type for funding authority. For FY2015, funding provided on a discretionaiy 
basis in P.L. 113-235 has been determined to be within the established spending caps. This means 
the discretionary FY2015 funding provided for child welfare programs in that law is not expected 
to be affected by sequestration. However, a final determination on this point cannot be made until 
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Congress completes full-year appropriations for all agencies. (Final FY2015 funding has not been 
provided for the Department of Homeland Security.) The largest amount of federal funding is 
provided to child welfare programs through mandatory funding authorized under Title 1V-E of the 
Social Security Act. Nearly all of that mandatory funding (related to foster care, adoption 
assistance, kinship guardianship assistance, and services to youth aging out of foster care) is 
statutorily exempted from sequestration in every year. However, a few child welfare programs 
that receive mandatory funding may be subject to sequestration; principally this includes the 
mandatory funding provided for the Promoting Safe and Stable Families Program. For nonexempt 
mandatory child welfare funding, the final FY2015 funding level must be reduced from the 
otherwise appropriated levels by 7.3%. 
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Introduction 

Child welfare services are intended to prevent the abuse or neglect of children; ensure that 
children have safe, permanent homes; and promote the well-being of children and their families. 
As the U.S. Constitution has been interpreted, states have the primary obligation to ensure the 
welfare of children and their families. At the state level, the child welfare “system” consists of 
public child protection and child welfare workers, private child welfare and social service 
workers, state and local judges, prosecutors, and law enforcement personnel. These 
representatives of various state and local entities assume interrelated roles while carrying out 
child welfare activities, including investigating allegations of child abuse and neglect; providing 
services to families to ensure children’s safety in the home; removing children from their homes 
when that is necessary for their safety; supervising and administering payments for children 
placed in foster care; ensuring regular case review and permanency planning for children in foster 
care; helping children leave foster care to permanent families via reunification with parents or, 
when that is not possible, via adoption or legal guardianship; offering post-permanency services 
and supports; and helping older children in foster care, and youth who leave care without 
placement in a permanent family, to transition successfully to adulthood. 

Most federal dollars dedicated to child welfare purposes are provided to state child welfare 
agencies, and federal involvement in child welfare is primarily tied to this financial assistance. In 
recent years, Congress has appropriated just above or below $8 billion in federal support 
dedicated to child welfare purposes (see Table 1). As a condition of receiving these foster care 
and other child welfare program funds, states must typically provide nonfederal funds of between 
20% and 50% of the program costs, and they are required to abide by a series of federal child 
welfare policies. Those policies focus on ensuring the safety and well-being of all children 
served. However, the most specific and extensive federal requirements are designed for the 
protection of children in foster care, especially to ensure them a safe and permanent home. 1 



Table I. Final Funding for Child Welfare Programs 

Dollars rounded to nearest $1,000 



Child Welfare Programs 


FY20I2 


FY20 1 3 


FY20I4 


FY20 1 5 


TOTAL — dedicated funding 


$8,008,762,000 


$7,867,924,000 


$7,970,722,000 


$7,970,903,000 


Title IV-B — all programs 


$729,807,000 


$688,350,000 


$688,644,000 


$664,299,000 


Title IV-E — all programs 


$7,090,520,000 


$6,999,698,000 


$7,090,125,000 


$7,1 16,123,000 


All other programs 


$ 1 88,435,000 


$179,876,000 


$ 1 92,003,000 


$190,481,000 



Source: Table prepared by the Congressional Research Service (CRS). Final funding amounts reflect 
sequestration. 

Notes: Title IV-B and Title IV-E are parts of the Social Security Act. Funding amounts for Title IV-E include 
definite budget authority provided in final appropriations acts. See Table 7 notes for more explanation regarding 
certain Title IV-E funding included. 

Apart from the child welfare -specific (dedicated) federal funding provided for programs described 
in this report, state child welfare agencies tap significant program resources — as much as $5.3 



1 See CRS Report R42794, Child Welfare: State Plan Requirements under the Title IV-E Foster Care, Adoption 
Assistance, and Kinship Guardianship Assistance Program , by Emilie Stoltzfus 
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